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Journey to a Self-Directed
Team-Based Environment

Krissy Korte and Ron Piccin

Carmela Chinnici

When the AICPA made the monumental
decision to change its management
style to a team-based environment,
one of the most important aspects it
had to consider was its employees.
How could each and every employee
contribute to the success of the
transition and implementation of this
new team environment? The answer
was simple — have each and every
employee participate on a cross
functional team. The fact is, every
employee at the AICPA has something
significant to contribute.
As we all know, the AICPA has been
operating in its new environment for
approximately six months now, and
if you can believe it, it’s time for
some of the cross-functional teams to
start making rotation plans. Therefore,
the Design Team has created a set of
guidelines for teams to follow. The fol
lowing is a summary of the guidelines.
Rotation Policy
Each member will serve on a team
for a 12-month period. For the cross
functional teams already in existence,
the first rotation cycle will begin on
December 31, 1996, with one-third of
the initial team members rotating off.
This cycle will repeat itself every six
months, and all teams will rotate
members on the same cycle. Also,
rotating team members are encour
aged to volunteer for other teams

once they have rotated off the previ
ous team.
Rotation of New Members
The ideal size of a team is 10-16 mem
bers. When recruiting new team mem
bers, each team should create a brief
summary of the team’s criteria for
participation and submit it for publi
cation in Team Network News. This
information also will be posted on the
Team Tools Bulletin Board. Interested
candidates should then contact the
team leader(s). After the members
have been selected, the team leader
will place a courtesy call to the team
member’s supervisor, and the new
member will be notified of his/her
selection. Team leaders should always
be sure to keep Human Resources
aware of any member changes.

Extension of Team Terms and
Interim Replacement
If a member’s term is officially over,
the duration of his/her term may be
extended due to involvement in a
particular project. If a team member
decides to leave the AICPA or resigns
from a team, it is up to the team to
make a decision to replace the mem
ber immediately or wait until the next
rotation cycle.
In summary, every employee will have
an opportunity to serve on a cross
continued on back...

When the transition to Team AICPA
was announced, many staff members
expected to see a profound transfor
mation in Institute functions and in
their day-to-day work teams. In fact,
since that time, members of Team
AICPA have noticed only slight
changes, if any at all. The idea that
the Institute would undergo an
overnight metamorphosis from a
hierarchy to a cutting-edge organ
ization run by self-directed work
teams seems to be a common mis
conception. The reality is that the
road to a true team-based environ
ment is a long and rocky one, with
no proven shortcuts.
Exactly what is a self-directed work
team? According to Why Teams Fail
by Hitchcock and Willard, "A self
directed work team is a natural group
of interdependent employees who
share most, if not all, the roles of a
traditional supervisor." Of course, the
goal is for the team to produce a
high-quality work product or service.
A self-directed work team differs from
a conventional work group in that
team members share equal responsi
bility for the finished work product.
Conversely, in a conventional work
group, each worker is responsible only
for one specific function. Thus, each
person’s focus is much more narrow,
and they are not able to fully con
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tribute to the whole. A self-directed
work team relies on the experience
and intelligence of all its team mem
bers. They have the advantages of a
wider range of cross-functional skills
within the group and better access to
the information they need in order to
make sound decisions.

One thing to keep in mind is that self
direction is a process — it is not an
ultimate destination. Teams do not
normally start out as self-directed,
nor do they ever totally get there.
There are always new responsibilities
for self-directed work teams to assume
and, hence, something new to learn.
The entire process of self-direction
must constantly be refueled with
training and information. It is an
evolving process that has no set
time limit.
Secondly, a drastic change in our
work culture must take place before
we can fully reap the benefits of work
ing in a true team-based environ
ment. This means that each and every
member of Team AICPA must feel safe
to use his or her intelligence to make
fundamental work decisions. We need
to understand our members and their
issues and see our role in the context
of the whole. Also, we must get used
to coordinating and working with

continued inside...

Parlez-Vous AICPA?
Moe Powell and Anne Rothkopf
While not all hierarchies are based on fear, they don’t
give enough authority to the people most likely to
encounter any problems that need fixing. Titles in

New ways of doing things require new words; as
we all know, recently, we’ve used the word "team”

At the Institute, where there are no Boss Tweeds or General
Pattons, "boss” and "authority” mean very different

more than the NFL does. New ways of doing things also

things than they do in the army or a detective story.

require that old words take on new meanings. Words

While there are leaders in a team-based environment,

hierarchies draw strict boundaries between people.

like "boss” and "authority” mean different things in

leadership is less about iron fists than it is about being

They can create a climate that makes a person who

different places. In the army, where rank means every
thing, authority doesn’t belong to a buck private. In

open-handed. Team leaders lead by example, by setting

innovates get treated with suspicion. Titles can also

goals, and by being experts who are worth consulting

create a climate where it’s easy to say, "This is not

Sam Spade’s world, no one wants to hear the phrase,

when one is working to achieve a goal. Management by
fear has no place in this new work culture.

my problem,” and pass the buck.

"We’re takin’ you ta see da boss.”

The changes at the Institute have given us all the

OLD WORDS, REW MEANINGS

authority to use our common sense while working. We

WORD

OLD MEANING

NEW MEANING

Boss

Old-fashioned term for someone who tells you
what to do and how to do it, usually without
getting your input. His way is the only way
to accomplish the goal.

Well, today at the AICPA, there are
supervisors, managers, etc., but perhaps this
term sounds a little too disempowering to
use in a team-based environment. Managers
set goals for their teams, but they coach
instead of giving step-by-step instructions.

Our titles used to tell us almost everything
about our jobs — what we were supposed to
do and what limits were set on our work. In
the old Institute, an executive almost never
made his own photocopies, and a mailroom
clerk almost never attended meetings.

Titles today at the Institute don’t draw
boundaries around people or their jobs in
the same way that they used to. Teams work
together to accomplish goals. That means
that clerks sometimes write reports and the
President sometimes stuffs envelopes.

In the past at the AICPA, responsibility mostly
meant just doing everything that we were
assigned to do. If it didn’t cross our desks
or come from the people in charge, then
it didn’t belong to us. It was someone else’s
problem.

Team AICPA is collectively responsible for
everything that Team AICPA does. That may
mean answering questions from members
which are usually handled by someone else.
That may mean that if one member of our
team has a tight deadline, we need to either
pitch in or pick up the slack from other
projects. No one works alone here any more.

Leadership

In some cases, it might have come straight
from the Napoleon school of management:
Do what I tell you to do — or else heads will
roll. Tough talk and micromanaging were
considered by some to be the way to take
care of business.

The best team leaders give more advice than
orders. They take advantage of the collective
knowledge and experience of their teams to
help them set goals for the future. Once
those goals are set, while they may suggest
ways to accomplish them, they leave the
decision making about how to meet the
goals to the team as a whole.

Authority

It used to be that before one of us could fix
something that we knew was wrong at the
AICPA, we had to get authorization, maybe
from two or three managers, to solve the
problem. The authority was often in the
hands of people far away from the problem
that needed to be addressed.

Empowerment, overused as the term is,
means having the authority to fix what’s
broken and to use our common sense when
performing our work. Every member of Team
AICPA is empowered.

Title

Responsibility

Titles still exist at the AICPA, but today they mean
something different from what they used to mean.

What is PIP?...

have a responsibility in this environment to solve the
problems we encounter. Every person on a team "owns”

the project that the team is working on. That means
that in a sense, every member of Team AICPA "owns”
the Institute. Once we truly feel this, it will be a reflex
for us to take responsibility for solving the problems

we encounter here.

It’s easy to feel cynical when the organization we work
for says, "You own this place.” But that’s basically what

teams are all about. Some people will say, as the French
are fond of saying, Plas ça change, Plas c'est la mème

chose — The more things change, the more they stay
the same. But this team thing represents a fundamental
shift in the way we do things at the Institute. With new

meanings for words like "boss,” "responsibility,”

"authority,” "leadership,” and "title,” we truly are
speaking a new language. Parlez-vous AICPA? ■

PIP” Talk

by Mack Curtis

see back page!

Journey to a Self Directed Team Based Environment... continued
others to create products and services and solve
problems. When we learn how to use the collective
wisdom of the teams in which we work, we will be
able to respond far more effectively to our members’
needs.
The book Self-Directed Work Teams by Orsburn,
Moran, Musselwhite and Zenger, tells us that it takes
a group of employees from two to five years to
become a mature, self-directed work team. "During
this period, teams normally experience both progress
and regression as they struggle to escape the com
fort and safety of their old ways.” The first issue of
TNN featured an article which described various
stages of evolvement within teams themselves
(forming, storming, norming and performing). The
transition stages in the sidebar describe what an
entire organization may experience before becoming
a truly self-directed, team-based organization.

The benefits of cross-functional employee involve
ment and self-direction are enormous for both the
individual and the organization. However, they are
only possible through dramatic organizational
changes. For Team AICPA to make the successful tran
sition from a hierarchy to a true team-based envi
ronment, a revolution in our culture is required. It
means that we all must question old ways and break
the boundaries that stifle creative thinking. We must
come up with new intelligent ways of organizing and

AICPA]

processing work — ways in which we are not sepa
rated from the people we are serving, who are the
reason for our existence — our members. The road
Start-Up — During this stage, which
lasts a few months at most, team
members are usually optimistic and
begin to figure out their new roles.
Team members learn fundamental
communications skills and group
dynamics, begin using administra
tive procedures, and expand their
knowledge of technical skills. Even
people with serious reservations
either pitch in cautiously or toe the
line.

State of Confusion — After the ini
tial enthusiasm, a period of confu
sion is to be expected. New teams
often have difficulty reaching coop
erative decisions due to the absence
of supervisors as authority figures.
Team members work hard but are
ambiguous about whether or not
they are doing the right thing. Many
speculate about the "real reasons”
for the move to self-direction, and
non-team members may openly
express their opposition. Many
groups secretly hope the transition
will collapse.

to a truly self-directed, team-based environment
may be a long, arduous one, but the journey there
can be exciting and rewarding! ■

Leader-Centered Teams — One team
member emerges as the primary
source of direction. The challenge at
this stage is to diffuse leadership
skills to all team members. Positive
signs begin to appear, and produc
tivity dramatically increases if man
agers demonstrate their faith in
teams to manage themselves.
Support groups begin responding
more quickly and openly to requests
from teams. Teams master new skills,
confidence levels grow, and better
ways to accomplish work are uncov
ered. Conflict between team members
and their managers declines and
managers become less involved in
daily operations so they can focus on
external matters affecting team per
formance.
Tightly Formed Teams — Teamwork
is at a high. Teams clearly express
their needs and meet challenging
goals with limited resources. One
thing to be careful of at this stage is
that intense team loyalty can cause
dysfunction. Also, teams can become

extremely defensive if the organiza
tion fails to meet their needs for
information or resources. These loyal
ties often result in fierce competition
among teams. The challenge is to
refocus and keep in mind cross-team
and organization-wide goals.
Self-Directed Teams — Mature teams
develop a strong commitment to
achieving goals. Every team member
is capable of leading the group as
necessary. All team members rou
tinely acquire new skills, take on new
technical tasks, seek out and respond
to CPA member needs, improve sup
port systems, handle administrative
duties, and refine work processes,
using detailed information about
members. Teams understand the
rationale behind important manage
ment decisions and have learned to
think for themselves about strategi
cally vital information. To maintain
progress, managers must continu
ously seek new ways to foster the
commitment, trust, and responsible
involvement of team members. ■
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Alternate, Rotate, Change.. .

continued

functional team. Remember, you too can make a big difference by becoming
a team member, so be sure to contact the team leader(s). If you would
like to read an official and more detailed copy of Policy and
Guidelines for Potation of Team Members, please refer
to the Team Tools Bulletin Board in cc:mail. If you
have any questions on the policy and guidelines,
please contact a member of the Design Team
for further clarification. ■
IN SEARCH OF . . .
The Communications
Team is looking for 2 new

team members to join us in

our mission to, "ensure that
timely, meaningful communica
tions on the transition to and
implementation of Team AICPA
are developed and distributed to

What is PIP?

Come hear your fellow
staff members tell you
tions educate staff, are responsive
(in their own words)
to staff needs, and address con
about their experience
cerns.” If you are a solid writer
as a member of one of
who enjoys writing with a creative
the Institute’s continuous
style, a good communicator who
process improvement
is able to work well with others
project (PIP) teams.
The 9-minute video fea
and can give constructive advice
tures
employees who are
as well as receive it, please write
active members of the PIP
one paragraph describing why
teams
that are approaching
you would like to be a member
completion of the redesign or
of the Communications
"should” phase. The video will
Implementation Team and
be shown in all three offices on
submit it to the team’s
Thursday, July 18, 1996 continuously
leader, Joanne Lindstrom,
from 9:00am-5:00pm. Here is where
by Wednesday,
you can watch:
July 31st.
NJ - Luncheon Club
NY - Employee Lounge
DC — Employee Lounge
staff, and that these communica

